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by David Ihrman 
Three Thousand Years of Chinese Painting, Richard Barnhart et.al. New 
Hav~n: Yale _l.Jniversity ~ress, 1997, ISBN 0-300-07013-6 (cloth). Co-
published with the Foreign Languages Press, Beijing. 
Review 
David Ihrman is an assistant 
professor in the English 
Department. In addition to 
exploring the relationship 
between texts and images (visual 
"narratives"), he is working on a 
history of the modern Chinese 
printmaking movement. 
Tradition and Modernity in 
Chinese Painting and 
Printmaking 
The judgment of History 
The impressionist Ming dynasty painter Xu Wei 
(1521-1593), resentful of the injustices of life and 
indignant over the corruption of high officials, 
warned his colleagues, "do not take painting too 
lightly. There is the judgment of history written 
in the silent poems." In an excellent first volume 
of a new series that will explore Chinese litera-
ture, art, and culture, three Chinese scholars 
(Yang Xin, Nie Chong Zheng, Lang Shao Jun) 
and three Western scholars (Richard M. Barnhart, 
James Cahill, Wu Hung) have created an intro-
ductory overview of Chinese painting from its 
earliest origins to the present. Brought together 
by editor Richard Barnhart, Three Thousand Years 
of Chinese Painting is the result of a fruitful part-
nership between Chinese and Western scholars, 
and a beautifully illustrated and gracefully inte-
grated work of art history. 
Three Thousand Years of Chinese Painting offers 
a useful general introduction to the aesthetics and 
types of Chinese painting, an overview of paint-
ing from the Paleolithic Period to the Tang dy-
nasty, and individual chapters on painting in the 
Five dynasties and the Song, Yuan, Ming, Qing, 
as well as painting in the Twentieth century. Pro-
fusely illustrated and offering artistic analyses 
of representative works, the individual chapters 
situate the study of artistic influences and inno-
vations within an h 
student of Chinese 
and artistic trends, , 
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l d  
t s t y  p a i n t e r  X u  W e i  
n j u s t i c e s  o f  l i f e  a n d  
1 n  o f  h i g h  o f f i c i a l s ,  
: l t  t a k e  p a i n t i n g  t o o  
t t  o f  h i s t o r y  w r i t t e n  
c e l l e n t  f i r s t  v o l u m e  
l o r e  C h i n e s e  l i t e r a -
~ C h i n e s e  s c h o l a r s  
g ,  L a n g  S h a o  J u n )  
i c h a r d  M .  B a r n h a r t ,  
' e  c r e a t e d  a n  i n t r a -
~ p a i n t i n g  f r o m  i t s  
.  B r o u g h t  t o g e t h e r  
h r e e  T h o u s a n d  Y e a r s  
l t  o f  a  f r u i t f u l  p a r t -
1  W e s t e r n  s c h o l a r s ,  
n d  g r a c e f u l l y  i n t e -
i n e s e  P a i n t i n g  o f f e r s  
o  t h e  a e s t h e t i c s  a n d  
o v e r v i e w  o f  p a i n t -
) d  t o  t h e  T a n g  d y -
s  o n  p a i n t i n g  i n  t h e  
Y u a n ,  M i n g ,  Q i n g ,  
1 . t i e t h  c e n t u r y .  P r o -
t g  a r t i s t i c  a n a l y s e s  
I n d i v i d u a l  c h a p t e r s  
t f l u e n c e s  a n d  i n n o -
R e v i e w :  T h r e e  T h o u s a n d  Y e a r s  o f  C h i n e s e  P a i n t i n g  
v a t i o n s  w i t h i n  a n  h i s t o r i c a l  c o n t e x t  t h a t  h e l p s  t h e  
s t u d e n t  o f  C h i n e s e  a r t  b e g i n  t o  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  s t y l e s  
a n d  a r t i s t i c  t r e n d s ,  a n d  t o  g l i m p s e  t h e  a r t i s t i c  p e r -
s o n a l i t y  o f  s o m e  o f  C h i n a ' s  g r e a t e s t  p a i n t e r s .  
E a c h  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  c h a p t e r s  i s  w r i t t e n  b y  
a n  e x p e r t  i n  C h i n e s e  p a i n t i n g  a n d  i s  w e l l  i n t e -
g r a t e d ,  w i t h  t h e  o c c a s i o n a l  o v e r l a p p i n g  d i s c u s -
s i o n  o f  a n  a r t i s t  s e r v i n g  t o  a d d  a n o t h e r  l a y e r  t o  
o u r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  w i t h o u t  s e e m i n g  r e p e t i t i o u s  
o r  f a m i l i a r .  T h e  s c h o l a r l y  a p p a r a t u s  i s  u s e f u l  a n d  
u n o b t r u s i v e ,  a n d  i n c l u d e s  a  l i s t  o f  a r t i s t s  b y  p e -
r i o d  i n  E n g l i s h  a n d  C h i n e s e ,  a  g l o s s a r y ,  a n d  h e l p -
f u l  n o t e s  a l m o s t  a s  f u n  t o  b r o w s e  a s  t h e  s u g g e s -
t i o n s  f o r  f u r t h e r  r e a d i n g .  
O n e  o f  t h e  f e w  c r i t i c i s m s  t o  b e  m a d e  o f  a n  
o t h e r w i s e  e x c e l l e n t  w o r k  i s  t h e  r a t h e r  l i m i t e d  c o v -
e r a g e  o f  p a i n t i n g  i n  t h e  T w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y .  I n  
t h e  l a s t  c h a p t e r ,  L a n g  S h a o  J u n  d o e s  n o t  t a k e  
m a n y  r i s k s ,  c o n f i n i n g  h i m s e l f  t o  a n  a s s e s s m e n t  
o f  w o r k s  b y  a r t i s t s  w h o  a r e  e i t h e r  s a f e l y  f a m o u s  
o r  s a f e l y  d e a d .  T h e  w o r k s  a n d  a r t i s t s  t h a t  h e  
d o e s  i n c l u d e  a r e  o f  u n q u e s t i o n a b l e  i m p o r t a n c e ,  
b u t  h i s  e x p l o r a t i o n  o f  t h e  c e n t u r y  d o e s  n o t  e x -
t e n d  f a r  b e y o n d  m i d - c e n t u r y ,  w i t h  o n l y  a  f e w  
e x c e p t i o n s ,  a n d  d o e s  n o t  c o n s i d e r  m o r e  r e c e n t  
t r e n d s  i n  C h i n e s e  p a i n t i n g  e i t h e r  b y  y o u n g e r ,  l e s s  
s a f e l y  f a m o u s  a r t i s t s ,  o r  b y  o l d e r  a r t i s t s  w h o  a r e  
e x p e r i m e n t i n g  w i t h  b o l d  r e - i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  t r a -
d i t i o n a l  g u o  h u a  l i k e  t h e  B e i j i n g  p r i n t m a k e r -
p a i n t e r  Y  a n  H a n  .  I n  h i s  a r t i s t i c  a s s e s s m e n t  o f  
t h e  T w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  L a n g  S h a o  J u n  a l s o  t e n d s  
t o  b l a n d l y  u n d e r s t a t e  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  r e p r e s s i o n  t h a t  
i s  a n  i n t e g r a l  p a r t  o f  m o d e r n  C h i n e s e  a r t  h i s t o r y ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  p e r i o d  f r o m  t h e  a n t i - R i g h t i s t  m o v e -
m e n t  t h r o u g h  t h e  C u l t u r a l  R e v o l u t i o n ,  a  s p a c e  o f  
a l m o s t  t w e n t y  y e a r s  t h a t  m e a n t  a n  i n t e r r u p t i o n  
o f  a r t i s t i c  c r e a t i o n  f o r  m a n y  a r t i s t s .  
T h e s e  r e s e r v a t i o n s  a s i d e ,  t h e  f o c u s  o f  t h e  l a s t  
c h a p t e r  i s  a  b a c k w a r d s - l o o k i n g  o n e - o n  t h e  t r a -
d i t i o n  o f  C h i n e s e  p a i n t i n g  a n d  t r a d i t i o n a l  g u o  h u a  
a r t i s t s  w h o  f i n d  t h e i r  i n s p i r a t i o n  i n  t h e  p a s t  e v e n  
w h i l e  w o r k i n g  t o  a r t i s t i c a l l y  r e - c r e a t e  t h a t  t r a d i -
t i o n .  I t  i s  h o p e d  t h a t  s o m e  f u t u r e  v o l u m e  i n  t h e  
s e r i e s  w i l l  e x p l o r e  i n  d e t a i l  m o r e  r e c e n t  t r e n d s  
i n  C h i n e s e  p a i n t i n g  a n d  c o n t e m p o r a r y  e f f o r t s  t o  
r e d e f i n e  a r t i s t i c  p r a c t i c e  a n d  e x p r e s s i o n .  
A l l  i n  a l l  t h i s  v o l u m e  i s  a i m e d  
a t  t h e  g e n e r a l  r e a d e r  i n t e r e s t e d  
i n  a n  o v e r v i e w  o f  C h i n e s e  p a i n t -
i n g ,  b u t  t h e r e  s t i l l  r e m a i n s  a  
g r e a t  n e e d  f o r  m o r e  s u s t a i n e d  
s t u d i e s  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  p a i n t -
e r s  a n d  m o v e m e n t s  r e p r e s e n t e d  
h e r e .  
T h i s  f i r s t  v o l u m e ,  a n d  t h e  
Y a l e  s e r i e s ,  w i l l  s u p p l e m e n t  
o t h e r  m a j o r  p u b l i s h i n g  p r o j e c t s  
d e v o t e d  t o  C h i n a ' s  a r t i s t i c  t r a -
d i t i o n s .  T h e  s e v e n t y - f i v e  v o l -
u m e s  i n  t h e  Y a l e  C u l t u r e  a n d  
C i v i l i z a t i o n  o f  C h i n a  s e r i e s  f o l -
l o w s  t h e  e q u a l l y  m o n u m e n t a l  
C h i n e s e  a r t  s e r i e s  C h i n e s e  F i n e  
A r t  C o l l e c t i o n  ( Z h o n g  g u o  m e i  s h u  
q u a n  j i ) .  
C h i n e s e  F i n e  A r t  C o l l e c t i o n  c o v -
e r s  t r a d i t i o n a l  C h i n e s e  a r t s  i n -
c l u d i n g  v o l u m e s  o n  p a i n t i n g ,  
s c u l p t u r e ,  t r a d i t i o n a l  C h i n e s e  
a r t s  a n d  c r a f t s ,  a r c h i t e c t u r e ,  a n d  
c a l l i g r a p h y .  T h i s  s i x t y  v o l u m e  
s e t  i s  p u b l i s h e d  i n  C h i n e s e ,  J a p a -
n e s e ,  a n d  E n g l i s h  b y  P e o p l e ' s  
F i n e  A r t s  p u b l i s h i n g  h o u s e  i n  c o -
o p e r a t i o n  w i t h  S h a n g h a i  
P e o p l e ' s  F i n e  A r t s  p u b l i s h i n g  
h o u s e ,  t h e  C u l t u r a l  R e l i c  p u b -
l i s h i n g  h o u s e ,  a n d  C h i n a  A r c h i -
t e c t u r e  p u b l i s h i n g  h o u s e .  
A l l  o f  t h e s e  s c h o l a r l y  a c h i e v e -
m e n t s  h i g h l i g h t  t h e  r i c h  a r t i s t i c  
a c h i e v e m e n t s  o f  C h i n a ' s  a r t i s t s ,  
p a i n t e r s  a n d  p r i n t m a k e r s .  T o  
b e g i n  w i t h  t h i s  s t u d y  o f  C h i n e s e  
p a i n t i n g  o n e  i s  a b l e  t o  " u n d e r -
s t a n d  w h a t  o n e  s e e s , "  g o i n g  b e -
y o n d  t h e  f o r m a l  d e p i c t i o n  a n d  
o u t w a r d  s t y l e  o f  t h e  w o r k  t o  u n -
d e r s t a n d  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  a n d  s p i r i t  
o f  t h e  w o r k  a n d  a r t i s t .  T o  s t u d y  
h i s t o r i c a l  s t y l e s  a n d  p a i n t i n g s  i s  
a l s o  t o  r e s t o r e  t h e  w o r k s  o f  a r t  
l s r  
David Ihrman 
to human history (Fu, Studies in 
Connoisseurship, 19), in other 
words, to make them useful in 
our own attempts to understand 
what it means to be human and 
to try to understand the minps 
of others who asked similar 
questions. Noted for his rich 
variations in shades of ink, the 
Qing dynasty monk painter Shi 
Tao (1642-1718) wrote in a colo-
phon on a painting: "There is a 
vast universe in the dark, dark 
clusters of ink." 
The judgment of History, part 2 
Contemporary Chinese Printmaking and the 
Revision of Tradition 
"Those who study the ancients and cannot transform 
them may just as well be considered trash." 
Dong Qi Chang painter (1555-1636) 
"In order to inherit the Tradition, one must continu-
ally seek to reinvent the Tradition." 
Li Hua printmaker ( 1907-1994) 
The artistic tradition celebrated by the Chinese 
Fine Art Collection series and Three Thousand Years 
of Chinese Painting are studies in the dynastic his-
tory of China that stop short of an assessment of 
art in the Twentieth century. As important as 
these series are there is another history that needs 
to be told that both inherits and radically revises 
the Chinese artistic tradition(s) they explore. Of 
all the arts, the Chinese modern printmaking 
movement is most closely allied to the experi-
ences, ideas, and events that have defined mod-
ern Chinese artistic and cultural history follow-
ing in the wake of the May 4th movement. 
The modern Chinese printmaking movement 
was initiated in the late 1920s by the Chinese 
writer Lu Xun (1881-1936) as a medium of artis-
tic expression uniquely suited to modern China. 
Using creative printmaking techniques, combined 
with China's rich tradition, Lu Xun hoped to 
"open up a new road" of expression and articula-
tion, much as his own short stories and essays had 
done. Beginning in 1929, Lu Xun published a se-
ries of picture collections that served to introduce 
Western and Soviet printmakers to a Chinese au-
dience, and worked to introduce printmaking as 
a creative art form rather than an art of repro-
duction as had been the case in China since the 
Tang dynasty. In 1931 Lu Xun organized the first 
woodcut class in Shanghai, and for the remain-
der of his life wrote, criticized, and otherwise 
supported the fledgling printmaking movement 
in China. 
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d e r n  p r i n t m a k i n g  
l i e d  t o  t h e  e x p e r i -
l . a v e  d e f i n e d  m o d -
l r a l  h i s t o r y  f o l l o w -
: h  m o v e m e n t .  
m a k i n g  m o v e m e n t  
O s  b y  t h e  C h i n e s e  
a  m e d i u m  o f  a r t i s -
.  t o  m o d e r n  C h i n a .  
h n i q u e s ,  c o m b i n e d  
L u  X u n  h o p e d  t o  
~ssion a n d  a r t i c u l a -
r i e s  a n d  e s s a y s  h a d  
~un p u b l i s h e d  a  s e -
> e r v e d  t o  i n t r o d u c e  
~rs t o  a  C h i n e s e  a u -
I C e  p r i n t m a k i n g  a s  
m  a n  a r t  o f  r e p r o -
i n  C h i n a  s i n c e  t h e  
.  o r g a n i z e d  t h e  f i r s t  
n d  f o r  t h e  r e m a i n -
e d ,  a n d  o t h e r w i s e  
m a k i n g  m o v e m e n t  
C h i n e s e  P a i n t i n g  a n d  P r i n t m a k i n g  
W i t h  t h e  s u p p o r t  o f  L u  X u n ,  t h e  e a r l y  
p r i n t m a k e r s  g a v e  a  h u m a n  f a c e  t o  t h e  s t r u g g l e s  
f a c i n g  C h i n a  a s  i t  e m e r g e d  i n t o  t h e  T w e n t i e t h  
C e n t u r y ,  s t r u g g l e s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  b y  t e c h n o l o g i -
c a l  c h a n g e ,  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  o f  m o d e r n i z a t i o n ,  a n d  
t h e  s o c i a l  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n .  T h e  s c a t -
t e r e d  e f f o r t s ,  t r i a l s ,  a n d  e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n  o f  t h e  
o r i g i n s  o f  t h i s  m o v e m e n t ,  s t i l l  v e r y  m u c h  i n  i t s  
i n f a n c y  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  1 9 3 0 s  a n d  i n t o  t h e  e a r l y  
1 9 4 0 s ,  l a y  w i t h  y o u n g  s t u d e n t s  a n d  p r o g r e s s i v e  
i n t e l l e c t u a l s .  B o t h  g r o u p s  t u r n e d  t o  p r i n t m a k i n g  
b e c a u s e  i t  h e l p e d  t o  p r e c i p i t a t e  a r t i s t i c ,  s o c i a l  a n d  
p o l i t i c a l  i s s u e s  t h a t  c o n c e r n e d  t h e m ,  g r o w i n g  o u t  
o f  t h e  M a y  4 t h  m o v e m e n t ,  a n d  t h e  p r o p o s a l s  f o r  
r e f o r m  t h a t  f o l l o w e d .  L u  X u n '  s  i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f  
W e s t e r n  p r i n t m a k i n g  a r t i s t s  a s  " m o d e l s "  w a s  
i n o r d i n a t e l y  a p p e a l i n g  b e c a u s e  c r e a t i v e  
p r i n t m a k i n g  w a s  b o t h  " m o d e r n "  a n d  W e s t e r n ,  
w h i l e  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e  t h e  t e c h n i q u e  w a s  f a m i l -
i a r l y  C h i n e s e - w o o d b l o c k  p r i n t m a k i n g  h a v i n g  
b e e n  i n v e n t e d  i n  C h i n a  a n d  p r a c t i c e d  w i d e l y  s i n c e  
t h e  T a n g  d y n a s t y  a s  a  m e a n s  o f  i l l u s t r a t i o n ,  b o o k  
p r o d u c t i o n ,  a n d  a s  a  m e a n s  o f  r e p r o d u c i n g  t r a -
d i t i o n a l  C h i n e s e  p a i n t i n g s .  T h e  s y n t h e s i s  o f  t h e  
m o d e r n / W e s t e r n  c r e a t i v e  p r i n t  m o v e m e n t  w i t h  
a  t r a d i t i o n a l  C h i n e s e  c r a f t  a p p e a l e d  t o  t h e  n a -
t i o n a l  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  o f  a  n e w  g e n e r a t i o n  o f  e d u -
c a t e d ,  r e f o r m - m i n d e d  C h i n e s e .  
T h a t  w o o d c u t  w a s  a n  e f f e c t i v e  m e a n s  t o  c a t a -
l y z e  t h e  r e f o r m  m o v e m e n t  m a d e  i t  p o l i t i c a l l y  s i g -
n i f i c a n t ;  t h a t  i t  w a s  a  p o w e r f u l  w a y  o f  c o n f r o n t -
i n g  o f f i c i a l  c o r r u p t i o n  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  p r o g r a m s  
m a d e  i t  m o r e  t h a n  s l i g h t l y  d a n g e r o u s  t o  t h e  a r t -
i s t s ,  a n d  h e n c e  a t t r a c t i v e ;  t h a t  i t  h a d  t h e  p o w e r  
t o  e d u c a t e ,  p e r s u a d e ,  a n d  i l l u m i n a t e  g a v e  i t  a n  
a r t i s t i c  r e l e v a n c e  a n d  c o n t e m p o r a n e i t y  t h a t  n a -
t i o n a l  p a i n t i n g ,  c a l l i g r a p h y ,  a n d  o t h e r  t r a d i t i o n a l  
C h i n e s e  a r t  f o r m s  l a c k e d .  T h e r e  w a s  g r e a t  i n -
t e r e s t  i n  W e s t e r n  o i l  p a i n t i n g  b u t  t h e  y o u n g  a r t -
i s t s  s t u d y i n g  i n  E u r o p e  w e r e  f a c e d  u p o n  t h e i r  
r e t u r n  w i t h  t h e  p r o b l e m  o f  r e c o n c i l i n g  t h e  e x -
p e r i m e n t s  t a k i n g  p l a c e  i n  E u r o p e  w i t h  t h e  d e -
m a n d s  o f  t h e i r  o w n  C h i n e s e  c u l t u r e  w i t h  i t s  t r a -
d i t i o n  a n d  d e s i r e  f o r  a  n a t i o n a l  i d e n t i t y .  I n  L u  
X u n '  s  a d v o c a c y  o f  t h e  c r e a t i v e  p r i n t  m o v e m e n t  
W e s t e r n  s t y l e  p r i n t s  w e r e  " s i n i c i z e d , "  c o m b i n e d  
w i t h  h i s t o r i c a l  C h i n e s e  a r t  f o r m s  
a n d  t r a d i t i o n s ,  t h u s  c r e a t i n g  a  
n e w  a r t  w i t h  a  m o d e r n  a n d  
u n i q u e l y  C h i n e s e  N a t i o n a l  c h a r -
a c t e r  c a p a b l e  o f  e x p r e s s i n g  t h e  
a r t i s t i c  e n e r g y  o f  a  " N e w  A r i s -
i n g "  g e n e r a t i o n  o f  a r t i s t s .  
T h e  n e w  p r i n t m a k i n g  m o v e -
m e n t  d i d  n o t  s p r i n g  f u l l y  d e v e l -
o p e d  f o l l o w i n g  L u  X u n '  s  i n t r o -
d u c t i o n  o f  W e s t e r n  p r i n t m a k e r s  
i n  t h e  l a t e  1 9 2 0 s  a n d  e a r l y  
1 9 3 0 ' s .  T h r o u g h o u t  t h e  1 9 3 0 s  
p r i n t m a k e r s  w o r k e d  t o  r e f i n e  
t h e i r  a r t i s t i c  t e c h n i q u e  a n d  d e -
f i n e  t h e  s t y l e  o f  t h e  e a r l y  w o o d -
c u t s .  T h e  e a r l y  C h i n e s e  
p r i n t m a k e r s  w e r e  f r e q u e n t l y  
c r i t i c i z e d  b y  L u  X u n  f o r  t h e i r  
c a r e l e s s n e s s ,  t h e i r  s l a v i s h  a d o p -
t i o n  o f  e l e m e n t s  t h a t  w e r e  i n a u -
t h e n t i c  a n d  a l i e n  t o  t h e i r  o w n  
e x p e r i e n c e ,  a n d  t h e i r  l a c k  o f  
d e d i c a t i o n  t o  t h e i r  a r t .  F r o m  
t h e s e  o r i g i n s ,  h o w e v e r ,  a n  e x c i t -
i n g ,  r i c h  a r t i s t i c  m o v e m e n t  
e m e r g e d ,  o n e  t h a t  h a s  c o n t i n u e d  
t o  t h e  p r e s e n t ,  a n d  w h i c h  h a s  
p l a y e d  a n  i m p o r t a n t  r o l e  i n  a r -
t i c u l a t i n g  m o d e r n  C h i n e s e  a r t  
p r a c t i c e ,  w h i l e  o f f e r i n g  a  f a s c i -
n a t i n g  w i n d o w  o n t o  m o d e r n  
C h i n e s e  c u l t u r a l  h i s t o r y .  
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Contemporary Artistic 
Practice 
Since the founding of the 
People's Republic of China in 
1949, political policies have 
shaped artistic practice and ex-
pression. A period of increas-
ing liberalization in the 1980s as 
China opened to the West was 
interrupted by the convulsion of 
the Tiananmen square massacre 
of June 4, 1989, which also 
served to catalyze the artistic, 
political, and generational dif-
ferences among Chinese artists. 
The Chinese printmaking 
field as a movement has experi-
enced the change from the early 
period which focused on his-
tory-on the changes faced by 
Chinese people in society-to an 
expression of individual subjec-
tivity which particularizes his-
tory. While it is hard to assign 
a precise date to this change, by 
the 60th anniversary of Lu Xun' s 
woodcut class in 1991 the ten-
sions were already apparent: 
tensions between old and young 
printmakers, between an em-
phasis on tradition vs. individual 
expression, between politics and 
innovation in art. The woodcut 
movement as a movement with 
shared concerns was giving rise 
to the emergence of the artist as 
individual, able to function out-
side of the structures of work 
unit and national exhibition jury 
structures, finding independent 
sources of income through the 
sale of art works, liberated from 
the formal structures that had 
influenced artistic creation for so 
long. The effect on artistic cre-
ation is both positive and uncer-
tain. 
Older artists criticize much of Chinese mod-
ern art for not following the Socialist Realism of 
the 1930s and 1940s and for losing touch with 
the life of the people, creating art that cannot be 
understood. "Nowadays prints don't tell a story, 
they are far away from life," says revolutionary 
printmaker Li Qun (b.1912). "In the early his-
tory of Chinese printmaking the art walked out-
side the ivory tower and went to the crossroads 
of the street [real life]. Art depicted the life of 
the streets and the people. Now people have 
left the crossroads of the street and returned to 
the ivory tower. This situation may have some-
thing to do with the [effects of the] Cultural Revo-
lution. People don't listen to the Communist 
party anymore and try to find life in the Euro-
pean expressionist art (post-Picasso). Now if you 
look at modern Chinese art you can't find [the 
feeling of] the life in China anymore. We old 
artists have no power to change this." 
Diversity, experimentation, and increasing in-
dividual artistic freedom are recognized by many 
other artists as the most exciting developments in 
recent Chinese printmaking: "Today the sense of 
being [part of] a group is less and less attractive" 
says Kunming artist, Professor Li Zhong Xiang. 
Since the time of Lu Xun, printmakers were united 
as a group who tried to transform society, and 
groups played a particularly important part in the 
development of printmaking in the Northeast 
from 1959, in the Southwest, and Zhejiang and 
Jiangsu provinces. Part of the reason for the de-
cline of the groups in Chinese printmaking today 
is due to the retirement of a generation of old revo-
lutionary printmaker leaders that began in the 
early 1990s. Many artists felt the revolutionary 
burden on them was too heavy and chose greater 
artistic autonomy as they worked to become bet-
ter artists. Also, many revolutionary artists tried 
to push their revolutionary ideas on younger art-
ists, causing dissatisfaction on the part of younger 
artists. Since the 1980s to the 1990s Chinese art-
ists have been exposed to increasingly interna-
tional influences which have offered a greater 
range of artistic styles and traditions to draw 
from; as a result, many artists felt constrained 
by the emphasis 
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: t  o f  C h i n e s e  m o d -
) o c i a l i s t  R e a l i s m  o f  
l o s i n g  t o u c h  w i t h  
;  a r t  t h a t  c a n n o t  b e  
t s  d o n ' t  t e l l  a  s t o r y ,  
s a y s  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  
" I n  t h e  e a r l y  h i s -
: h e  a r t  w a l k e d  o u t -
I t  t o  t h e  c r o s s r o a d s  
l e p i c t e d  t h e  l i f e  o f  
N o w  p e o p l e  h a v e  
e t  a n d  r e t u r n e d  t o  
1 n  m a y  h a v e  s o m e -
t h e ]  C u l t u r a l  R e v o -
: o  t h e  C o m m u n i s t  
d  l i f e  i n  t h e  E u r o -
c a s s o ) .  N o w  i f  y o u  
{ O U  c a n ' t  f i n d  [ t h e  
a n y m o r e .  W e  o l d  
t g e  t h i s . "  
a n d  i n c r e a s i n g  i n -
~cognized b y  m a n y  
1 g  d e v e l o p m e n t s  i n  
' T o d a y  t h e  s e n s e  o f  
a n d  l e s s  a t t r a c t i v e "  
> r  L i  Z h o n g  X i a n g .  
n a k e r s  w e r e  u n i t e d  
s f o r m  s o c i e t y ,  a n d  
n p o r t a n t  p a r t  i n  t h e  
;  i n  t h e  N o r t h e a s t  
a n d  Z h e j i a n g  a n d  
~ r e a s o n  f o r  t h e  d e -
p r i n t m a k i n g  t o d a y  
t e r a t i o n  o f  o l d  r e v o -
.  t h a t  b e g a n  i n  t h e  
t  t h e  r e v o l u t i o n a r y  
v  a n d  c h o s e  g r e a t e r  
k e d  t o  b e c o m e  b e t -
t i o n a r y  a r t i s t s  t r i e d  
~as o n  y o u n g e r  a r t -
t h e  p a r t  o f  y o u n g e r  
1 9 9 0 s  C h i n e s e  a r t -
c r e a s i n g l y  i n t e r n a -
~ o f f e r e d  a  g r e a t e r  
: r a d i t i o n s  t o  d r a w  
t s  f e l t  c o n s t r a i n e d  
C h i n e s e  P a i n t i n g  a n d  P r i n t m a k i n g  
b y  t h e  e m p h a s i s  o n  g r o u p  c r e a t i o n  w h i c h  t h e y  
f e l t  l i m i t e d  t h e i r  a r t i s t i c  e x p r e s s i o n ,  a n d  t h e y  
w i s h e d  t h e  g r o u p  g o n e .  L a s t l y ,  w i t h  C h i n a ' s  
m o r e  c a p i t a l i s t  e c o n o m y  a r t i s t s  a r e  s e e k i n g  e c o -
n o m i c  r e w a r d s  t h a t  c a n n o t  b e  a c h i e v e d  t h r o u g h  
t h e  g r o u p .  R e p l a c i n g  t h e  g r o u p s  t o d a y  i s  t h e  
" a p a r t m e n t  a r t "  o r  " s a l o n "  s t y l e  o f  p r i v a t e ,  i n -
f o r m a l  a s s o c i a t i o n  w i t h  l i k e - m i n d e d  a r t i s t s .  
T h e  d e c l i n e  o f  g r o u p s  h a s  h a d  a  p o s i t i v e  a f -
f e c t  o n  C h i n e s e  p r i n t m a k i n g  w i t h  a r t i s t s  h a v i n g  
m o r e  f r e e d o m  t o  c r e a t e  w h a t  a n d  h o w  t h e y  
w a n t :  " A r t i s t i c  i n d i v i d u a l i s m  d e e p e n s  t h e  p r o s -
p e r i t y  o f  C h i n e s e  p r i n t m a k i n g  a n d  t h i s  i s  a  g e n u -
i n e  p r o s p e r i t y  r a t h e r  t h a n  a  s u p e r f i c i a l  p r o s p e r -
i t y "  s a y s  L i  Z h o n g  X i a n g .  U l t i m a t e l y  n o  p o l i t i c a l  
s y s t e m  c a n  c r e a t e  a  Y  a n  H a n ,  a  L i  H u a ,  o r  a  L i  
Q u n .  A r t  i s  c r e a t e d  b y  i n d i v i d u a l  a r t i s t s  w h o  m u s t  
b e  a b l e  t o  w i t h s t a n d  p o v e r t y  a n d  l o n e l i n e s s -
p o v e r t y  w h e n  t h e i r  a r t  d o e s  n o t  s e l l  a n d  l o n e l i -
n e s s  w h e n  o t h e r s  d o n ' t  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e m ;  a r t i s t s  
c r e a t e  a r t  b e c a u s e  o f  t h e i r  o w n  s p i r i t u a l  n e e d  t o  
c r e a t e  " a  p a r a d i s e  f o r  t h e i r  o w n  s o u l "  ( L i  Z h o n g  
X i a n g ,  H o l l a n d ,  J u n e  1 9 9 8 ) .  T h e  u n c e r t a i n t y  i n  
t h e  a r t  f i e l d  t o d a y  l i e s  i n  w h e t h e r  p r i n t m a k i n g  
a r t i s t s  w i l l  b e  a b l e  t o  r e d e f i n e  t h e m s e l v e s  a s  a r t -
i s t s  i n  a  C h i n a  r a p i d l y  a p p r o a c h i n g  t h e  2 1 s t  c e n -
t u r y ,  a n d  w h e t h e r  t h e y  w i l l  b e  a b l e  t o  c r e a t e  a  
s i g n i f i c a n c e  f o r  t h e i r  a r t  t h a t  t r u l y  r e i n v e n t s  t h e  
T r a d i t i o n ,  m a k i n g  t h e m  w o r t h y  i n h e r i t o r s  o f  t h a t  
t r a d i t i o n .  T h r e e  y e a r s  b e f o r e  h i s  d e a t h ,  o n  t h e  
o c c a s i o n  o f  t h e  6 0 t h  a r m i v e r s a r y  o f  t h e  f o u n d i n g  
o f  t h e  C h i n e s e  m o d e r n  p r i n t m a k i n g  m o v e m e n t ,  
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  C h i n e s e  w o o d c u t  
p r i n t m a k e r s  L i  H u a  r e m i n d e d  a r t i s t s  t h a t  
p r i n t m a k i n g  c o u l d  n o t  s l a v i s h l y  f o l l o w  o l d  f o r m s  
a n d  e a r l i e r  f o r m u l a s  b u t  m u s t  c o n t i n u a l l y  w o r k  
t o  r e i n v e n t  i t s e l f  i n  o r d e r  t o  b e  r e l e v a n t .  A  m o v e -
m e n t  t h a t  q u o t e s  e a r l i e r  a c c o m p l i s h m e n t s  a n d  d u -
p l i c a t e s  e a r l i e r  s u c c e s s e s  a n d  s t y l e s  l e a d s  t o  a r -
t i s t i c  f a i l u r e  a n d  s u p e r f i c i a l i t y .  
C o n f l i c t s  i n  m o d e r n  C h i n e s e  a r t i s t i c  p r a c t i c e  
h a v e  o c c u r r e d  f o r  a  n u m b e r  o f  r e a s o n s ,  n o t  l e a s t  
o f  w h i c h  i s  t h e  i m p o s i t i o n  o f  p o l i t i c a l  o r  a e s t h e t i c  
i d e o l o g y  o n  a r t .  O l d  a r t i s t i c  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  v a l u e s  
t h a t  s e r v e d  i n  t h e  1 9 3 0 ' s  h a v e  h a d  t o  b e  r e d e -
f i n e d  t o  m a k e  t h e m  u s e f u l  i n  t h e  p r e s e n t - o r  r e -
j e c t e d :  " P a r t  o f  t h e  p r o b l e m  i n  
t h e  C h i n e s e  a r t  f i e l d  i s  t h a t  t h e  
l e a d e r s  a l w a y s  w a n t  t o  b e  
u n i t e d  u n d e r  o n e  a r t  t h e o r y ,  b u t  
t h e r e  i s  n o  o n e  t y p e  o f  a r t .  L u  
X u n '  s  w r i t i n g  o n  p r i n t m a k i n g  
s h o u l d  h a v e  n o  e f f e c t  o n  c o n -
t e m p o r a r y  p r i n t m a k i n g .  S o c i e t y  
h a s  c h a n g e d  s o  m u c h  t h a t  w h a t  
w a s  o n c e  t r u e  i n  t h e  p a s t  i s  n o  
l o n g e r  t r u e  t o d a y "  ( L i  Z h o n g  
X i a n g ) .  
C h i n a ' s  a r t i s t i c  t r a d i t i o n  i s  b o t h  
a  f i e l d  o f  s t r u g g l e  a n d  s o u r c e  o f  
i n s p i r a t i o n  a n d  r e i n v e n t i o n .  T h e  
p a i n t e r  G a o  J i a n  F u  ( 1 8 7 9 - 1 9 5 1 )  
w r o t e ,  " I  l o v e  b o t h  t h e  p e n  a n d  
t h e  s w o r d ,  b o t h  t h e  o l d  a n d  t h e  
n e w ,  b o t h  t r a d i t i o n a l  a n d  W e s t -
e r n  p a i n t i n g .  I  o f t e n  t e l l  m y s e l f  I s  
t h a t  l i f e  i s  f u l l  o f  c o n t r a d i c - 5  
t i o n s . "  T a k e n  t o g e t h e r ,  t r a d i -
t i o n a l  p a i n t i n g  a n d  c o n t e m p o -
r a r y  a r t i s t i c  p r a c t i c e ,  p a i n t i n g  
David Ihrman 
and printmaking, old and new, construct an in-
tellectual and aesthetic tradition that expands our 
understanding and participation in the world, 
while offering themselves as works that docu-
ment a richly changing cultural history. In Chi-
nese painting and printmaking every act of rep-
resentation is a construction of meaning: pictures 
do indeed "write" the judgment of history. 0 
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